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Abstract 
Although teacher beliefs have been widely debated and studied in the area of language teacher education, there has been less 
discussion of the methodologies employed to explore this area. The literature indicates that as beliefs usually remain unstated, 
emotional and hidden, they should be carefully and indirectly studied (Pajares, 1992). Consequently, various data collection 
instruments have been proposed. While interviews, questionnaires and classroom observations have been used in a number of 
studies (e.g. Cabaroglu, 1998; Mattheoudakis, 2006), less is known about diaries in terms of how successful they are in eliciting 
beliefs and if they are able to obtain relevant and valid data. The proposed study examined the use of diaries to investigate and 
track student teachers’ beliefs (whether they change or not) about teaching and learning English as a foreign language throughout 
a nine-month pre-service training program in a university in Northern Cyprus. Three pre-service teachers were given several 
short booklets to keep and return at regular intervals throughout their training. The findings indicate that diaries are able to reveal 
what sort of beliefs pre-service teachers held when they started their training. Moreover, they suggest that the entries recorded 
constitute short immediate stories that could be helpful in linking, understanding and tracking what pre-service teachers 
experienced during their training and how their beliefs and feelings were affected as a result of those experiences. Furthermore, 
comparing and analyzing each diary entry provided useful insights into the changes and the reasons that led to changes in pre-
service teachers’ beliefs. The main problems highlighted are the recording of irrelevant information by the participants and issues 
relating to how to interpret some of the diary data. Suggestions are made regarding how to overcome such difficulties. The 
methodological implications of the study for further research are discussed. 
© 2011Elsevier Ltd.
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1. Introduction 
     Within the last two decades, research into pre-service teachers’ beliefs have gained considerable amount of 
interest especially in the area of foreign language teaching and learning. Literature dating back to 1970’s, such as 
Lortie’s (1975) pioneering book ‘School Teacher’ has inspired the debates in the area of pre-service teachers’ beliefs 
and these have formed grounds for the recent  research. Within the area, considerable amount of research has 
focused on the beliefs of pre-service teachers when they come to teacher training programs, and whether those 
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beliefs change during or after the training they receive. There is a substantial body of knowledge existing in 
literature about these phenomenons.  
     Both from psychological and educational perspectives, beliefs are usually described as propositions of mind that 
determine individuals’ behaviors (Pajares, 1992; Rokeach, 1968), and they are viewed as crucial factors in human 
learning (Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975). It is also widely asserted that the beliefs usually remain unstated, hidden, and 
emotional (Kagan, 1992; Pajares, 1992); thus, they do not lend themselves easily to empirical investigation (Pajares, 
1992). From this point of view, it becomes more apparent that identifying how to study beliefs carries more 
importance than only proposing what sort of beliefs pre-service teachers have and if their beliefs change or not. 
     Within the mainstream research on pre-service teachers’ beliefs, several data collection instruments have been 
employed in various studies to investigate what sort of beliefs pre-service teachers have or to track if their beliefs 
change or not. Predominantly, interviews, questionnaires, and classroom observations have been the instruments 
widely employed. There is prominent information and examples of these instruments existing in the literature. 
Interviews, for example, are used in Cabaroglu’s (1998) study, which focused on the investigation and tracking of 
the beliefs of student teachers in a Postgraduate Certificate in Education (PGCE) course. The same study also used 
classroom observations as a data collection instrument while studying beliefs. Mattheoudakis (2006) and Peacock 
(2001) have both used questionnaires to investigate and track student teachers’ beliefs in different training programs. 
In regard to the purpose of using these instruments, some weaknesses and strengths have been raised. Interviews, for 
example, are usually proposed as powerful interventions while studying beliefs (Borg, 2006) and they are used to 
obtain an in-depth picture of participants’ opinions by asking questions in one to one conversations. On the other 
hand, their use in beliefs studies were criticized concerning the assumption that beliefs people hold could be sensible 
and emotional; thus, they might not be open to oral discussions or easy investigation (ibid.). Questionnaires, in 
particular, are used to elicit certain types of beliefs depending on what is intended to be investigated. They are 
mostly criticized from the perspective that since there is no limit in the number and type of beliefs an individual 
would have, pre-determined statements or questions in a questionnaire could limit the findings of a belief study 
(Phipps and Borg, 2009). Concerning the classroom observations, many have employed them to understand 
teachers’ beliefs by observing their classroom actions and decisions. Although they are proposed to be the most 
naturalistic method (Patton, 2002), they are also criticized concerning the assumption that the teachers teaching in a 
training program might make decisions or teach in a way to please their supervisors; thus, the observation 
instrument could be misleading (Farrel, 2003) and might not justify what participants believed or if they acted 
according to those beliefs (Phipps and Borg, 2009). Many have also employed these instruments and noted several 
weaknesses and strengths deriving from their studies. In actual fact, there is much known about these data collection 
instruments in general research and in research about pre-service teachers’ beliefs. 
     Within the existing qualitative research and especially within the research about teacher beliefs, use of diaries as 
data collection instruments are relatively rare (Silverman, 1997). Although it is usually easy to find guidelines about 
how to conduct diary studies, there is very little information about what researchers could encounter during a diary 
study and during the diary data analysis. The existing information in the literature indicates that diaries provide 
contemporaneous data (Bailey, 1990) recorded in routine or regular processes and this prospective structure allows 
the researchers to track the data throughout the research process (Jarvis, 1992). It is also widely cited that one of the 
main reasons for using diaries is to investigate issues that are not normally accessible through other instruments such 
as classroom observations (Bailey and Oschner, 1983; Bailey, 1990; Clandinin and Connelly, 2000; Borg, 2006), or 
other emotional based issues such as feelings of the participants that could not be easily elicited through interviews 
or questionnaires (Borg, 2006). From the point of diary data analysis, the information that exists is even more 
limited. Although it is stated that the diaries can obtain very rich and thick data (McDonough, 1994), there are very 
limited examples of how that amount of data could be handled, interpreted, and analyzed. There is also not much 
known about  how relevant  or  valid  the  diary  data  is.  The  lack  of  information  about  the  diaries  as  data  collection  
instruments make the research about ‘beliefs’ even more complex due to the hidden, emotional, and unstated nature 
of the beliefs. For instance, it is worth understanding how successfully the beliefs could be investigated by the use of 
diaries,  how  relevant  and  valid  the  diary  data  could  be  in  a  belief  study,  how  the  diary  data  could  be  tracked  
throughout a longitudinal research, how the diary data could be interpreted, and what sort of problems could be 
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encountered during the diary data analysis. This study aims to shed more light on the use of diaries while 
investigating and tracking pre-service teachers’ beliefs (whether they change or not) throughout a pre-service 
training program by conducting empirical research on this phenomenon. 
2. Method 
     This paper is part of a larger study with a limited scope based on the use of diaries as data collection instruments 
while investigating and tracking pre-service teachers’ beliefs throughout their pre-service training. In the main 
study, semi-structured interviews were also used in addition to the diaries. The aims of this study were: (1) to 
explore how successful the diaries were in obtaining relevant and valid information about pre-service teachers’ 
beliefs throughout their training, and (2) to explore the strengths and the weaknesses of the diary data during the 
analysis. 
2.1 Participants 
     The participants of the study were three non-native pre-service teachers studying in a four-year Bachelor program 
of English Language Teaching (ELT) in one of the universities in Northern Cyprus in the academic year 2009-2010. 
Their age range was between 19 and 21. Two of the participants were female, while the remaining one was male. 
They were all from Northern Cyprus, taking the same courses within the training program. Throughout the study, 
participants’ names were kept anonymous.  
2.2 Data collection and analysis 
     Diaries in the form of short booklets were administered to the participants at three month intervals; at the 
beginning of the training, during the training, and at the end of the training. Some guidance instructions were given 
at the start of each page to avoid and minimize recording of irrelevant information and as to what pre-service 
teachers might consider writing about. The diaries were collected from the participants as soon as they completed 
them and they were given the new ones. The diaries were followed by semi-structured interviews further asking 
about the issues that the student teachers did not discuss in their diaries. The data was collected in written form in 
participants’ native tongue which was Turkish. Translation and coding of the data were done in collaboration with 
another researcher to strengthen reliability. In this study, the measure of inter-reliability was ninety percent. 
3. Findings 
This section covers the issues that are identified to be strengths and weaknesses of the diary data. 
3.1. Ability of the diaries in eliciting and tracking information about pre-service teachers’ beliefs 
     Participants’ reflections on issues related with language teaching and learning showed what was important to 
them, what they believed to be right or wrong, or applicable or non-applicable in a language classroom. For 
example, after observing a teacher teaching to a group of learners, Michelle commented: “…the way the teacher 
behaved in the classroom was extremely authoritarian, which I would never want to be. I would prefer to encourage 
students indirectly, rather than telling them ‘Do this!’ with a tensed voice.” These sorts of entries recorded in the 
diaries were extremely helpful in identifying what type of beliefs the participants held, how they felt about the 
events occurred during their training, and what they would have done differently. 
     Regular entries recorded by the participants also allowed an easy track of their beliefs. Michelle’s belief at the 
beginning of the training, for example, when she was strongly against authoritarian teacher role, was partly changed 
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after teaching for the third time during the practicum. She explained this as “…sometimes, it is very difficult to take 
control of the students. None of the warm teacher roles work, and you need to adapt an authoritarian role. It helped 
me a lot today.” As seen, by reading the regular entries recorded by the participants, it was easy to follow with what 
sorts of beliefs they held at the start of their training, how their beliefs changed throughout the training and what 
caused changes in their beliefs. This prospective nature of the diary data is also stressed by Clandinin and Connelly 
(2000) as strength with great emphasis on the recording of events by retelling stories and attaching the stories of 
experiences to them as the research proceeds. Overall, the diaries provided a valid tracking of the pre-service 
teachers’ beliefs. 
3.2. Validity of the diary data 
     In most cases, diaries yielded valid data relating to pre-service teachers’ real classroom experiences, further 
reaching to more external forms of the research such as revealing how their beliefs and feelings were associated with 
those classroom experiences. Some of the participants’ statements in their entries were closely attached to their 
classroom experiences, justifying their interpretation of the events. Bailey (1990) explains this as strength of the 
diary data which allows the researcher and the readers to believe the entries recorded. Participant John, for example, 
believed that languages should be taught implicitly (interview data shows that the reason he believed this was that he 
was taught in this way during his previous schooling) and throughout his training, he criticized the teachers he 
observed who adopted an explicit teaching strategy. Moreover, he recorded many experiences with implicit teaching 
strategy he adopted while he was teaching throughout his training and provided many classroom experiences 
indicating how this teaching strategy worked and why he adopted it. 
3.3. Problems with interpretation 
In this section, two main difficulties encountered that affected overall interpretation is discussed.  
3.3.1. Recording of the irrelevant information by the participants 
     Throughout the diary study, considerable amount of irrelevant information was also recorded by the participants. 
Statements such as “I did not want to go to university today, I was very tired, my personal problems with my friend 
are driving me crazy” and many others had no relevancy at all to the research topic and to the entries expected. The 
same issue was noticed in all participants’ diaries and nearly one third of each participant’s word count had to be 
eliminated. As said earlier, instructions about what to include in their diaries were given to the participants at the 
beginning of each diary booklet, however, instructions given seemed not to work and the recording of irrelevant 
information by the participants could not be avoided.  
   3.3.2. Lack of meaning in participants’ statements 
     The most frequently faced problems in the diary data were the statements which were ‘standing alone’ within the 
entries recorded. Since the aim of using diaries was to understand what made participants like or dislike the events 
they experienced and to understand their beliefs and feelings from their real classroom experience examples and 
their reactions to them, the diary data was expected to include a belief type, an event experienced related to that 
belief, the feelings of the participants’ during that event, and how that event would/would have not affected that 
belief. However, in most cases, the participants did not reflect why they actually believe something to be right or 
wrong. Their statements such as “Grammar Translation Method is the best method to adapt while teaching”, “I do 
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not prefer using games while teaching a language”, and “I believe learning a foreign language requires a special 
ability”, gave no reasons about what lay behind them, and such statements needed further investigation to explore 
their beliefs in depth. 
4. Discussion
     This study was conducted to understand how successful the diary data was while eliciting and tracking pre-
service teachers’ beliefs, and to explore how relevant data could be obtained from the diaries. It was also conducted 
to gain further insight into what to expect from the diary data analysis. The findings show that although the diaries 
were successful in eliciting and tracking participants’ beliefs, the diary data analysis was somewhat problematic. 
     In terms of diary data collection, routinely recorded entries provided an opportunity to detect participants’ beliefs 
and track them as closely as possible to when and how they occurred. Furthermore, the prospective nature of the 
diary data and the longitudinal nature of the research allowed creating links between the participants’ beliefs and 
their experiences over time. Often, when the bits of information and the entries recorded by the participants were 
linked together, each participant’s diary constituted short immediate stories including information about their 
beliefs, how they developed or not, what caused development or not and what they felt. 
     In regard to the diary data, problems regarding the interpretation of some of the diary data were faced. The 
recording of irrelevant information by the participants and the lack of meaning in participants’ written accounts had 
to be elaborated and developed with the interviews for further investigation. The follow-up interviews provided the 
opportunity to ask about what lay behind the participants’ statements (where they did not mention the reasons why 
they believed something) and to confirm what they wrote in order to achieve a reliable interpretation of their 
accounts. In this study, recording of irrelevant information was found to be a serious problem. Although the 
participants were given instructions on several occasions about what to consider including in their diaries, these 
instructions simply did not work. Further instructions were avoided in order not to put participants under pressure or 
to cut their willingness in writing diaries. This problem was viewed as a natural process of diary data collection. 
5. Implications and Suggestions
     These findings have important implications for the researchers planning to use diaries as data collection 
instruments while studying teachers’ beliefs or in any other similar research. The findings are likely to enrich 
knowledge in understanding how successful the diaries were in eliciting and tracking information about pre-service 
teachers’ beliefs, how relevant data could be obtained about this phenomenon, and what could be encountered 
during the diary data analysis. One of the implications the study has is that although the diaries are successful in 
eliciting and tracking information about pre-service teachers’ beliefs to a large extent, the diary data analysis is 
problematic. In a sense, another instrument is needed to check the internal consistency of the participants’ 
statements and to further explore their ‘standing alone’ and meaningless (to the researcher) statements for a more 
valid interpretation. Interviews which use oral communication are suggested to be used with the diaries to overcome 
such interpretation difficulties. The other implication that could be derived from the present study is that the 
recording of irrelevant information by the participants is very likely. Together with affecting the data amount and 
quality, this weakness also puts the researcher into difficulty when analyzing the data. The most creditable 
suggestion that could be derived from this weakness could be the researchers being aware of this weakness and 
accept it as a natural part of this process. 
6. Conclusion
     As stated by Bryman (2004), every research instrument has its own strengths and weaknesses. The major 
findings from this study also revealed some advantages and disadvantages of using diaries as research instruments. 
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Especially in this sort of research (looking for the beliefs that are hidden and emotional), the data obtained through 
the diaries was worthy. First, it was anecdotal – it provided various short little stories which could then be turned 
into a narrative. Secondly, it was subjective, that is, all the entries recorded include participants’ feelings and 
emotions. All these characteristics and the closeness of the diary with the participants make the diary instrument 
what McDonough (1994:63) calls “a real insider instrument”. On the pitfall side, diaries alone could not cope with 
all the questions or provide a complete set of data in a similar sort of research. Their relatively free and uncontrolled 
structure gives the control of the diary instrument to its participants, and as evidenced in this study, recording of 
irrelevant information or statements with a limited sense of meaning to the researcher becomes more likely. 
Understanding and knowing strengths and weaknesses of the diary instrument and using it with other instruments 
(depending on what to be investigated) could be more helpful and valid in terms of the data quality in any sort of 
research. 
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